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Abstract  Approximately 800 decorated tombs (sōshoku kofun) with paintings and engravings 
have been identified in Japan, mainly in northern Kyushu. Similar structures have been observed 
around the world, such as the tombs of Egyptian Pyramid and the Etruscan necropolises. This 
study examined the historical diffusion of these structures and related motif patterns within a 
geographical context, with a particular focus on decorated tombs that have been registered as 
UNESCO World Heritage Sites. 
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1. Introduction 
 
   In ancient Japan, leaders were interned in mounds called “kofun”. The number of mounded 
tombs is 170,000 across Japan. Among them, about 800 “kofun” have stone chambers that are 
decorated with motifs of geometric patterns, people, deities, birds and horses. These tombs, which 
are referred to as decorated tombs (sōshoku kofun), are believed to have originated in the ancient 
Korean kingdom of Koguryŏ. However, there are also many decorated tombs in other parts of the 
world that predate Koguryŏ, such as those in Egypt, Italy and Ireland. Indeed, a total of 1,007 
locations have been registered to compile the list of UNESCO World Heritage Site (UNESCO 
2014); 13 of these sites are decorated tombs. This paper summarizes the development of decorated 
tombs with particular reference to those that are registered on the UNESCO World Heritage Site. 
 
 
2. Overview of Japan’s Decorated Tombs and the Period of their Construction 
 
   The construction of kofun in Japan is generally considered to have originated around the 
middle of the third century CE, and to have lasted until the practice was abolished by the hakusōrei, 
(literally “orders for simpler burials”) that was issued in 646 CE as part of the Taika Reforms. No 
kofun have been found in Hokkaido or Okinawa to date. 
   Decorated tombs can be divided into four distinct categories (Mizuno 1964). The first category 
is characterized by having stone chambers illustrated with wall paintings or engraved patterns, 
such as circles, triangles, and other geometrical shapes, human figures, plants, animals such as 
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horses and birds, weapons such as swords, and mythological animals. Generally, these patterns are 
concentrated on the innermost walls of the stone chambers that house the remains of the dead 
inside the kofun, with patterns also often adorning the left, right, and back walls of the chambers. 
The second category is characterized by carved stone blocks (sekishō) that are decorated with 
engraved lines. The third category is characterized by the presence of decorated stone coffins. 
Finally, a fourth category consists of an ancient tomb dug into the side of a hill or cliff, decorated 
primarily with patterns on sections of the outer surface. 
   These patterns were typically drawn in one of two ways. The first method involved drawing 
colored patterns on rocks using natural pigments derived from minerals and other sources. The 
principal pigment was a deep scarlet derived from iron oxide. However, archaeologists have also 
found examples of at least six other pigments, including yellow, white, black, green, and a gray, 
which today appears blue (Kuchitsu 2002). These pigments were painted directly onto the rock 
surface inside the stone chambers. Incidentally, mounded tombs decorated with patterns that were 
painted onto a stucco mortar applied to the inner surface of the stone chamber, such as the 
Takamatsu-zuka and Kitora kofun in Nara Prefecture, are not classified as decorated tombs by 
archaeologists; rather, such tombs are simply referred to as mural painting tombs. The other 
method for drawing patterns was done by “engraving”, which entailed the use of sharpened tools 
to inscribe patterns into the rock face. In Egypt, in particular, there are numerous examples of 
cases in which coloration was applied to such engraved relief-style patterns. 
 
 
Fig. 1  Location of decorated tombs in Japan using “Decorated Tomb DB” by Kyushu 
National Museum. 
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   In Japan, circular patterns were most frequently employed to decorate tombs. While most of 
these patterns in northern Kyushu were drawn using a deep scarlet pigment, cases in which these 
patterns were engraved have also been reported. The approximately 800 decorated tombs on the 
Japanese archipelago are distributed in 28 prefectures from Miyagi Prefecture in the north to the 
prefectures of Miyazaki and Kumamoto in the south. Interestingly, no decorated tombs have been 
discovered in Kagoshima Prefecture does not have any old burial mounds (see Fig.1). Although 
decorated tombs can be found along Japan’s Pacific coast from Shizuoka Prefecture to Miyagi 
Prefecture, about 60% of sites discovered to date occur in the Kyushu region, particularly in the 
Chikugo River basin in Fukuoka Prefecture and the area around Yamaga in Kumamoto Prefecture. 
 
 
3. Diffusion of Decorated Tombs into Japan 
 
   Ancient Japan was a confluence of many cultures arriving from the Chinese mainland. Along 
with metals, such as bronze and iron, and farming techniques such as wet-rice cultivation, the 
Koguryŏ custom of constructing decorated tombs was also transmitted from the continent. 
   The Koguryŏ Dynasty, founded 37 BCE in Huanren, was located in present-day northeastern 
China. Later, the capital was transferred to Ji’an, also in present-day northeastern China, and many 
decorated tombs dating from the Koguryŏ period have been discovered in the area. In the Koguryŏ 
period, the king's tomb is simple tomb. The noble's tomb have variety of decorations. In addition, 
their construction was in accordance with the geomantic principles of Chinese cosmology (feng 
shui). For example, graves were planned so that rivers would flow in front of them, and the 
mountains would be behind them. This use of terrain is similar to that found in the kofun cluster 
located in Fukuoka’s Chikugo River basin. Some of the tombs belonging to the cluster around 
Ji’an have had their interiors exposed so that they can be viewed. Their patterns are typically more 
realistic than the geometrical patterns found in Japanese tombs. For example, the Dancing Figures 
Tomb (muyong-chong; Jp. Buyō-zuka) is illustrated with scenes of human figures dancing, playing 
musical instruments, and enjoying a hunt. The Wrestling Figures Tomb (Gakjeo-chong; Jp. 
Kakutei-zuka) features a scene portraying wrestlers and an official referee. A fresco depicting 
legendary heroes in Tomb No. 4 of the Wukui Tomb Complex shows Fu Xi (Jp. Fugi) carrying the 
sun with a three-legged crow at its center, and Nüwa (Jp. Joka) supporting a toad drawn in the 
center of the moon. In around 580 CE, the Koguryŏ capital was moved for a second time to 
Pyongyang in present-day North Korea. The decorated tombs of the Kangso Three Tombs (Jp. 
kosei-taibo) are famous for their depictions of the four deities symbolized by the blue dragon, the 
white tiger, the somber warrior, and the scarlet bird in the east, west, north, and south, respectively. 
   However, there is no evidence of decorated tombs having been constructed in any significant 
number anywhere else in East Asia before this period. While the mausoleum of Emperor Qin Shi 
Huang, who is estimated to have died in 210 BCE, serves as an example of a buried statuary, the 
burial mound itself is not furnished with a stone chamber. 
   Burial sites listed as World Heritage Sites, for many people, evoke the Egyptian pyramids 
(Table 1). The Egyptian decorated tumuli date back to the old kingdom period (2660 - 2190 BCE). 
In the 18th dynasty, the decorated tumulus becomes popular most. The beginning of tumulus 
construction started as a way of decorating noble tombs in circa 1400 BCE (Dodson and Ikram 
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2008). Pyramids were the funerary monuments of monarchs, while the tombs of nobles were built 
in clusters in places like Luxor on the west bank of the Nile River. Many noble tombs feature stone 
chambers covered entirely with engravings that were then decorated with color pigments. 
 
Table1  Decorated tombs on the World Heritage List 
Country Site name Date ofinscription Period
Type of
decoration
1 Ireland Archaeological Ensemble ofthe Bend of the Boyne 1993
Prehistoric (3800-2200
BCE) Engraved
2
United Kingdom of
Great Britain and
Northern Ireland
Heart of Neolithic Orkney 1999 Around 3000 BCE Engraved
3 Malta Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum 1980
4000 - 2500 BCE
(peak; about 2500
BCE)
Painted
4 Egypt
Memphis and its Necropolis
– the Pyramid Fields from
Giza to Dahshur
1979
[Peak]
18th Dynasty (1540-
1292 BCE)
Painted and
engraved
5 Italy Etruscan Necropolises ofCerveteri and Tarquinia 2004 9th to 1st century BCE Painted
6 Bulgaria Thracian Tomb of Kazanlak 1979
Hellenistic period to
around the end of the
4th century BCE
Painted
7 Bulgaria Thracian Tomb of Sveshtari 1985 3rd century BCE Painted andengraved
8 Cyprus Paphos 1980 4th century BCE Engraved
9 Greece Archaeological Site of Aigai(modern name Vergina) 1996 3rd century BCE Painted
10 Tunisia Punic Town of Kerkuane andits Necropolis 1985 About 250 BCE Painted
11 Turkey Nemrut Dağ 1987 About 34 BCE Engraved
12 China
Capital Cities and Tombs of
the Ancient Koguryo
Kingdom
2004 277 BCE to CE 668 Painted
13 Democratic People'sRepublic of Korea Complex of Koguryo Tombs 2004 3rd century BCE Painted
Note: The number denotes the tomb site in Fig.2.  
 
   Subsequently, the Etruscans in Italy began to bury their dead in decorated tombs. Etruria was a 
country that prospered before the establishment of the Roman Empire in the central part the 
peninsula that is present-day Italy. Approximately 200 decorated tombs have been discovered in 
the World Heritage Sites of Tarquinia and Cerveteri. The necropolises at Tarquinia, which feature 
many examples of painted walls, were built mainly between the fifth and third centuries BCE 
(Martinelli and Paolucci 2006). 
   Among the burial mounds that have been designated as World Heritage sites, the decorated 
tomb of Philip II, the father of Alexander the Great, which was erected in ancient Macedonia (now 
the Greek administrative region of Central Macedonia) is the closest in age to the tombs of 
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Koguryŏ. The façade on the front of the stone chamber depicts a scene involving several men on 
horseback. After his death in 336 BCE, Philip II was buried by his son, Alexander, who then began 
the eastern conquests that would earn him his legacy as Alexander the Great. Incidentally, while 
Alexander’s territories were broken up and ruled as four different countries after his death, they 
included two sites that are recognized today as World Heritage Sites; Nemrut Dağ in Turkey and 
the Tombs of the Kings on the island of Cyprus. 
   Notably, Çatalhöyük in present-day Turkey, was a large agrarian settlement believed to have 
originated circa 7000 BCE, making it the world’s first agrarian civilization. Also in the area that is 
now Turkey, was Hattusa, the capital of the Hittites and the first culture to develop iron 
implements. Together with Egypt, the Hittites conducted the world’s first recorded peace 
negotiations, which are documented on a clay plate on display at the Istanbul Archaeology 
Museums. While it is conceivable that the Hittites, as the inventors of ironworking and as a people 
who had a military comparable to that of Egypt’s, might have been influenced by the burial 
customs of the Egyptians, no tombs featuring any kind of decorative wall painting have been 
discovered in Turkey to date. In the African country of Tunisia, a decorated mound tomb dating 
from the Punic period was discovered in the ruins of Kerkouane. The paintings in the Tunisian 
tomb used a red pigment and depicted the soul of the dead as a bird moving into the afterlife 
represented the goddess Tanit (Cintas and Gobert 1939). 
 
 
Fig.2  Time line showing the construction of decorated tombs on the World Heritage List. 
 Note: The tomb number corresponds to that of Table 1. 
 
   Figure 2 shows a schematic timeline for the construction of decorated tombs. The mounded 
tombs shown in Table 1, focusing on those sites on the World Heritage Site, are indicated by 
numbers, and the sites constructed in similar periods are joined by contour lines. While a diffusion 
from ancient Macedonia to Koguryŏ may conceivably have occurred through the eastern 
conquests of Alexander the Great and by trade along the Silk Road, the fact that no decorated 
tombs have been found along the way means that the route by which such funerary customs were 
transmitted to Koguryŏ remains obscure. It is possible that the burial mounds custom may have 
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originated in East Asia and future archeological investigations are considered necessary. 
   Further, tombs constructed by the Celts at the Newgrange site and elsewhere in Ireland, were 
constructed in such a way that they would be illuminated by the sun on the day of the winter 
solstice, indicating that their builders had a firm grasp of the movements of celestial bodies 
(O’Kelly 1996). However, the passageways leading to the inner chambers (sendō) of Japanese 
kofun and the mounded tombs of Koguryŏ have no fixed orientation. Ultimately, in Asia, these 
structures were built in accordance with their surrounding topography, and it can be argued that 
there are marked differences between the mounded tombs in Africa and Europe versus those in 
East Asia. 
 
 
4. Evolution of Principal Patterns 
 
   The Japanese kofun are typically designed according to one of two unique patterns; warabi 
te-mon and chokko-mon. The former pattern is named for its resemblance to the common bracken 
plant (Pteridium aquilinum; Jp. warabi) or the pattern seen in the Gohoura conch (Strombus 
latissimus; Jp. Gohoura-gai) that was used for accessories. However, nobody understands the 
interpretation of the pattern. The second pattern is characterized by straight (choku) and arched 
(ko) lines intersecting, and has been likened to folded.  
   The Mezurashi-zuka kofun in Fukuoka Prefecture features artwork believed to portray a bird 
guiding a ship carrying the souls of the deceased. On the other hand, in the Thracian Tomb of 
Kazanlak in present-day Bulgaria, there are depictions of daily life and the struggles of kings and 
queens (Zarev 2007). Figure 3 lists the patterns used in the decorated tombs of different countries 
that have been registered as UNESCO World Heritage sites. A total of five different categories are 
shown, centering on patterns seen in Japan. Essentially, realistic patterns were used in tombs in the 
African and European sphere, such as in countries like Italy and Egypt. For example, depictions of 
flutes have been found at Tarquinia in Italy and in the Thracian tombs in Bulgaria. Tarquinia also 
has mounds decorated with depictions of period banquets, while the royal tombs of Bulgaria 
portray scenes of battle. Similarly, mounded tombs in China depict scenes of hunting and dancing. 
However, as can be seen in the mounded tombs of Koguryŏ, there is also a trend toward depictions 
of mythological creatures, such as creation deities or the scarlet bird and blue dragon, for 
protecting the chamber within. 
  There are few examples of geometric patterns in the world. Malta has begun to be made from 
4000 BCE, but Tang grass and geometric patterns are described in decoration (Anthony 2000). 
   At Sunheung in South Korea, mural decorated tomb is watched over by demons painted on 
either side of the entrance, while inside lotus petals adorn a raised pedestal on which the body was 
laid to rest. This pattern is considered to symbolize being placed at the feet of the Buddha. The 
Nungsan-ri Tonghach’ong Tomb near Puyo features a depiction of a blue dragon and lotus flowers. 
However, none of the mounded tombs feature the geometric patterns seen in Japan. 
  Thus, in contrast to the realistic patterns that decorate the funerary chambers where the dead are 
buried in the African and European sphere, mounded tombs in East Asia also depict mythological 
creatures such as the four deities and sages, and lotus motifs indicating the influence of Buddhism. 
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 Geometric 
patterns 
People Deities Birds Horses 
Japan Hino-oka* 
 
Takehara*  Mezurashi-zuka* 
 
Benkeiga-ana* 
Korea 
[*Sunheung 
mural painting 
tomb]  
  
 
 
China 
[D; Dancing 
Figures Tomb, 
W; Wukui Tomb 
No.4] 
 ● (D) ● (W) Genbu  ● (D) 
Tunisia 
[Kerkuane] 
  ● Tanit 
 
● 
 
 
North Cyprus 
[*Tomb 80 in 
Salamis]  
    
Bulgaria 
[T; Thracian 
S; Sveshtari] 
 ● (T) ○ (S)  ● (T) 
Italy 
[Tarquinia] 
● Cervo 
 
● Giocolieri ● Caronti ● Fiorellini 
 
● Cacciatore 
Malta 
[#Ħal Saflieni 
Hypogeum] 
● Pentagon 
 
    
Ireland 
[New grange] 
○ Engraved 
 
    
Fig.3  Characteristics of patterns used to decorate tombs 
Note ●: painted tomb (World Heritage site), ○: Unpainted tomb (World Heritage site), *: Not a World 
Heritage Site, #: The photo included in Anthony (2000), The other photos except for those of 
Japanese tombs given by Kyushu National Museum were taken by the author. 
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However, during Japan’s Kofun period, the culture of burial was free of any Buddhist influence, 
and while some tombs such as the Takehara kofun in Fukuoka Prefecture contained depictions of 
mythological creatures, the basic pattern for most tombs consisted of geometrical shapes, such as 
circles and triangles. An additional feature of Japanese tombs was the direct depictions of weapons, 
such as swords and quivers of arrows. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
   Decorated tombs account for no more than 0.5% of Japan’s many kofun. Whereas the 
decorated tombs of Koguryŏ were constructed in accordance with the geomantic principles of feng 
shui, the stone chambers of their Japanese counterparts lacked any consistent orientation vis-à-vis 
elevated areas with commanding views, or views of water. For this reason alone, it is conceivable 
that Japan’s decorated tombs were built with some sort of special intention in mind. Although 
excavation and detailed analysis are the province of archaeology, I would like to continue 
analyzing the distribution and regional characteristics of the motif patterns from a geographical 
point of view. 
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